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Field Crops Newsletter:

August 2005

In General:
This summer has flown by; it has been a weather roller-coaster. Somehow, we have managed to have good crops in spite of
both flood and drought. This is evidence of your skill as farmers and the quality of the tools you have to work with today. We still
have a ways to go, especially with cotton.
Cotton:

The search for soybean rust has dominated a lot of our time during the past few weeks, and for that reason I have not spent as
much time looking at cotton as I normally do this time of year. We have seen relatively few problems with cotton until last week
when I began picking up a lot of concern that the crop was shedding fruit at alarming rates.
Plantbug and stinkbug numbers have been increasing, but the level of bloom and small boll shed in much of the area is well
above what might be expected from these pests. They have caused the shed of low percentages of small to medium sized squares, but
in most cases the fruiting form that is being shed in greatest numbers is the bloom. I believe there is a good reason for this loss of
blooms that can be explained by looking at recent weather data.
I am including a graph from the National Climate Prediction Center that shows the two distinct weather extremes that we had
during the months of June and July. We are all very familiar with what happened, but it helps to look back at it objectively. During
June, our area experienced a very dry period that was especially serious for corn and soybeans, but cotton was able to deal with it in
most cases. There is little doubt that some fields sustained yield loss. Most of the area, however, received just enough rain to keep
cotton on track. Square retention was excellent, and in most cases the crop appeared to be heading for good yields.

When the month of July arrived, the weather pattern changed with the arrival of both “normal” rainfall and tropical storms.
These rains were the salvation of corn and soybeans; without them we would be looking at disaster conditions for these crops, and
cotton would also be in serious trouble as well. From the chart, it is easy to see that we have received rain almost every day during
July. These conditions have to a large degree brought on the situation we now have in cotton.
Two primary things happened. First, cotton plants became drought-hardened during June. Root development was excellent,
and the crop was ready to deal with limited water. During this period we experienced almost ideal temperature and sunlight
conditions for cotton. July turned into a wet month, with extremely high day and night temperatures; this forced cotton back into a
vegetative mode, driven by a huge root system that provided all the nutrients needed for rapid growth. Being a perennial, cotton
“forgot” that it needed to produce a crop, and began growing a “tree”. Second, squares that were set during June started blooming,
and much of the rain in July came during the day when blooms were open. One of the worst things about cotton is that water kills the
pollen, and prevents fertilization of the flowers. When pollination fails, the plant aborts the flower. From what I have seen so far, all
varieties have been affected similarly, with other variables being equal; but I want to look at this closer.
I made the following microscope photos of pollen from a fresh bloom. The pollen grains in the left photo are dry on a slide
under a glass cover slip. The pollen grains in the right photo are the same ones after being exposed to water for 35 seconds. The
cloudy material around the grains in the right photo is the cytoplasm that has been lost. There is a complex way of explaining this, but
the pollen has simply absorbed too much water and the membrane has burst. The pollen is no longer viable.
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We have always known about the effect of daytime rains on bloom set, but seldom have we received rain almost every day
during flowering. In some cases, flowers have also been lost as a result of water retained in dense foliage from rains at other times of
day. Because of high humidity and temperature, pollen has likely been killed even when it didn’t rain during the pollination period. A
few clear days with moderate temperature would likely have reduced the severity of this problem. The result is that middles are full of
stuck blooms and small bolls. Much of our bottom crop has been shed, but cotton is able to recover and still make a good crop if
weather will give it an opportunity. We still have enough squares and developing blooms to make a normal crop; it will just be a little
later maturing than it might have been.
Another complication is that we are now in the period when insects are most active. These squares and blooms must be
protected, and it could get expensive. Other crops are maturing, and the pests in those fields are about to move into cotton. You
know the rest of that story.
Corn:

Rains came just in time to save our corn. I have been surprised that in most cases pollination and ear development apparently
did not suffer even though moisture was limited during that critical time. Unlike other areas of the state, most of you can’t irrigate
corn; so you are totally at the mercy of nature. I still believe we will fail to reach our true yield potential as a result of the dry period,
but hopefully the reduction will be slight. As for test weight, resistance to lodging, ear rots, and other potential problems, we will just
have to wait and evaluate these during harvest.
We had a few hot spots for Southwestern corn borer, but moth numbers did not reach the high levels we had a couple of years
ago. There will almost certainly be some stalk damage from this pest, but I expect this to be minimal. Diseases were a source of
concern following the heavy disease levels of last year, but they have not developed this season. Most of you should have good yield
potential; our next challenge will be getting the crop out of the field. I hope all of you are making good preparation for that.

Soybeans:
Even though soybean rust was found in the sentinel plot near Lucedale, MS, we still (as of this writing) have not found the
disease near soybean production areas. That’s a little difficult for some to deal with, given all the anticipation that the disease would
be a big factor in this year’s crop.
The really odd thing is that the other diseases like late-season Cercospera and frogeye leaf spot have been very light this year.
This fact has complicated the decision to use fungicides for yield enhancement, and that in turn has caused a lot of anxiety about
whether to apply fungicides that protect the crop from rust. A lot of people have spent more time scouting soybeans than ever before.
We have all probably learned more about soybeans this year than we did in the last decade. There is no better teacher than necessity.
Most of the crop is at R5 or beyond; but there are a few fields planted later that are only at about R2. These later fields will
likely be at greater risk for infection by rust, but since other diseases are now beginning to show up these fields may get sprayed for
yield enhancement, and this will also give them some degree of safety against rust. Those who have later maturing soybeans should
pay special attention to sources of information about rust, and these fields should be intensively scouted by someone who is qualified
in disease identification.
Insects have also been fairly light until the last few days as numbers of leaf beetles, loopers, stinkbugs, and armyworms have
begun to increase. It is likely that when the fields are sprayed for either disease or insects the other problem can be addressed and a
trip saved. In the event that rust does develop, a second application may be needed.
As with corn, the dry period may have reduced our potential yields this year; however I still feel we will have good yields.
My main concern now is preparing the bulk of the crop for harvest. I can’t avoid remembering the recent years when much of the
crop was damaged by pod and stem blight, but this fungal disease may not develop either. Fields with good yield potential probably
should be treated as a preventive for this eventuality, but some may choose to take the gamble. I can’t make that call for you. Like
they say, “Do you feel lucky?”
In Conclusion:
When you think about it, we really have not had a lot of problems this year until this one with cotton. It still has been an
expensive crop; and it’s not over yet. I avoid thinking about what it would be like if we had a really bad year with lots of insects and
diseases. As we have been required to do less, the costs associated with the remaining tasks have gone through the roof. I try to be
optimistic, but soon there will be no room for profit. It seems that someone is trying to see just how deep in your pocket they can get.
That statement will probably make me a lot of new friends. Call if you need our help. Thanks for your time.
Sincerely,

Ernest H. Flint, Ph.D., CCA
Area Agent – Agronomic Crops

